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The Marine Environment in Lebanon 

The Lebanese marine environment is part of the Mediterranean Sea, a 
region considered a global biodiversity hotspot. It is rich in marine life and 
supports a wide variety of ecosystems such as coralligenous assemblages, 
seagrass meadows, vermetid platforms and deep marine canyons. 


Coralligenous bottom 


À coralligenous is a hard bottom produced 
by the accumulation of rock-like calcareous 
algae and small hard-shelled animals, such 
as tube-building worms and molluscs. Coral- 
ligenous bottoms are usually found down to 
depths of 60 meters. They constitute some 
of the most beautiful and diverse ecosys- 
tems in the Mediterranean Sea and allow the 
coexistence of a rich diversity of sponges, 
worms, sea squirts, sea urchins, sea stars, 
and various small algae. 


Coralligenous bottoms are highly sought af- 
ter by scuba divers because of their beauty 
and richness. In Lebanon, they are home to 
several hundreds of marine species and are 
seriously affected by wastewater dumping, 
some fishing activities and by the invasion 
from species originating in other seas. 


Seagrass meadows 


Seagrasses are unique plants that live in the 
marine environment. They have leaves, roots, 
flowers and seeds as they have evolved from 
terrestrial plants. Seagrass meadows need 
shallow and clear waters as they depend on 
sunlight to manufacture their food via photo- 
synthesis. They help in maintaining high wa- 
ter quality by absorbing dissolved nutrients, 
generating oxygen and trapping fine sedi- 
ments. Their roots contribute to the stabili- 
zation of the sea bottom. 


The meadows constitute important habi- 
tats, offering shelter and food to hundreds of 
marine organisms, and provide nurseries to 
juvenile fish of commercial importance and 
to countless invertebrates. These meadows 


are disappearing in the Lebanese waters, as 
they are particularly vulnerable to excessive 
polluted water runoffs, high turbidity and 
other factors related to human activity. 


Vermetid reefs 


Vermetids are attached marine gastropods 
that have lost the typical “snail form”. They 
live attached to hard surfaces in irregularly 
elongated tubular shells. Two species of 
these unusual snails live attached together 
in colonies and can build reefs. 


Vermetid reefs are endangered of extinction 
and are exclusively found in the warmest 
parts of the Mediterranean Sea. They form 
the beautiful platforms that run parallel to the 
Lebanese shoreline. Their porous structure 
provides habitats and food to a rich and di- 
verse community of animals and seaweeds. 


Small saltwater basins are often found within 
the platforms and offer suitable habitats for 
an additional number of organisms. Further- 
more, their growth at sea level and their ex- 
posure to wave action protect the coastline 
from erosion and provide reliable indicators 
of sea-level change. 


Vermetid reefs are seriously damaged in 
Lebanon waters by coastal development, 
sewage discharge, trampling, recreational 
harvesting, and invasive exotic organisms. 


Submarine Canyons and 
Caves 


Submarine canyons and caves constitute 
typical features of the Mediterranean Sea. 


Submarine canyons are deeply carved un- 
derwater valleys occurring from the shoreline 
down to depths of several hundred meters. 


Submarine caves are natural underwater 
spaces that comprise ecosystems of eco- 
logical significance. 


Due to their shape and geographic positions, 
they constitute complex environments char- 
acterized by strong turbidity currents and 
high nutrients levels. 


Inhabitants of these extreme habitats, mainly 
sponges, sea squirts, sea anemones and 
corals, are promising sources of bioactive 
molecules for medicine. 


Submarine canyons and caves remain large- 
ly unexplored in Lebanon and their protec- 
tion is crucial. 


The complexity of the remarkable marine life 
in the coastal waters of Lebanon is heavily 
impacted by ever-growing pollution, habitat 
degradation, and fishing activities. Large 
animals are disappearing and smaller organ- 
isms are showing clear signs of vulnerability. 
Some marine animals that may be encoun- 
tered off the shores of Lebanon: 


Marine Megafauna 


Fin whales do not have teeth; instead they 
have rows of flexible, fibrous plates hang- 
ing from their upper jaws. To feed, they take 
large volumes of seawater into their mouths 
and filter off small animals prior to swallow- 
ing them. Fin whales are solitary animals and 
can be found occasionally close to shore in 
Lebanon. They are a globally endangered 
species. 


Sperm whales are toothed whales that cap- 
ture large squids and small fishes for feed- 
ing. Dolphins belong to the same group but 
they are smaller in size. They are highly so- 
cial animals that often live in groups of many 
individuals. The most encountered species 
in Lebanon are the striped dolphin, the com- 
mon dolphin and the bottlenose dolphin. 
They are endangered species. 


The Mediterranean monk seal is endemic to 
the Mediterranean Sea. It is a very rare coast- 
al sedentary marine mammal. The monk seal 
has flippers for swimming and diving, and 
feeds mainly on fishes and cephalopods. 
This species is critically endangered, only 
found in remote areas of the Mediterranean 
Sea, including the waters of Lebanon. 


Sea turtles have limbs modified for swim- 
ming and are highly adapted to the marine 
life. The loggerhead turtle is a commonly 
encountered species in the coastal waters 
of Lebanon, while the green turtle and the 
leatherback turtle are very rare. Only females 
leave the water for nesting while males 
spend all their life at sea. Every summer, a 
small number of loggerheads lay eggs on the 
sandy beaches of Sour and Palm Island. AI 
three species are endangered of extinction. 


Sharks and rays are cartilaginous fishes 
regularly found in the Lebanese waters. The 
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sharks include the Sixgill, the Mako, the 
Hammerhead, the Smalltooth Sand Tiger, 
the Basking and Angel sharks, while the 
most common rays are the Stingrays, Eagle 
rays, Guitarfishes and the Electric rays. 


The bony fish fauna include several hundred 
species typical of the Mediterranean region, 
such as groupers, seabreams, red mullets, 
and wrasses. Many cartilaginous and bony 
fish species have commercial importance 
and most of them are threatened by overfish- 
ing and habitat degradation. 
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